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Abstract 
 
This replication study aims to investigate the effects on consumer behaviour of 
communicating guilt in advertisement for a chocolate product. Participants were 
opportunistically recruited in a supermarket in The Netherlands and asked to complete 
a survey wherein they read advertising slogans, sampled chocolate, and rated the 
chocolate in terms of taste, willingness-to-pay for it, and likelihood-to-purchase. 
Without participant’s knowledge, chocolate consumption was also monitored. Four 
conditions were tested: explicit guilt (“guilty pleasure”), implicit guilt (“devil’s 
delight”), masquerading guilt (“less guilty, more pleasure”) and a control, no-guilt 
condition. Based on previous findings, it was hypothesised that masquerading guilt, 
being a combination of explicit guilt and no-guilt communications, would lead to 
better taste ratings and greater consumption than other conditions. Results did not 
support the hypothesis: no condition was significantly more effective at influencing 
any of the measured behaviour of consumers. Speculation as to why this was the case, 
as well as suggestions for improvements and further avenues of research, were 
offered.    
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Introduction 
 
Most would say that the act of satisfying a desire is an enjoyable, blissful 
experience. However, this ephemeral feeling of happiness can be bittersweet if an 
individual’s desires are actually to be avoided, as they might conflict with self-
regulatory goals he or she has. These desires then become known as temptations 
(Hofmann, Kotabe, & Luhmann, 2013). For example, chocolate is, for most people, 
desirable; it only reaches the realm of temptation when an individual has a long-term 
goal of, for example, maintaining good health, which would suggest that they should 
avoid chocolate. This, understandably, results in conflict for the individual.  
In our current society, where food choices are scrutinised, lay-person’s 
knowledge about nutrition is growing, and where most chocolate is well-known for 
being a food whose (over)consumption is not recommended, it can be assumed that, 
for most people, chocolate, along with other high-calorie foods, resides in the land of 
temptation. And with temptation comes the struggle to fight it - a conflict that many 
of us lose on occasion, leading to feelings of guilt.  
This thesis will expand prior research and focus on the influence on consumer 
behaviour of different forms of guilt appeals in advertising slogans for a chocolate 
product, through the use of typography. In what follows, there will be a brief look at 
several empirical studies on the relationship between guilt and consumer behaviour, 
followed by an introduction to the use of typography in advertising slogans. This will 
serve as the groundwork and lead to the presentation of the current study.  
Empirical studies on guilt and consumer behaviour 
 
While we are aware of situations wherein the occurrence of giving in to 
temptation is followed by guilt, research has also been conducted on the reverse order. 
In other words, studies have investigated the effects of guilt on subsequent consumer 
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behaviour regarding temptations, with the following brief overview of results 
revealing the many different effects pre-consumption guilt can have on consumers.  
To begin with, guilt-free labels, such as ‘fat-free’, can actually dissuade 
consumers (Raghunathan, Naylor, & Hoyer, 2006; Tuorila, 1992). Furthermore, these 
labels can influence liking expectations but not actual liking, such that participants 
expect to like regular products over supposedly guilt-free ones, but in reality, report 
similar liking ratings for both categories (Tuorila, Cardello, & Lesher, 1994). In some 
cases, however, guilt-free products can actually be sought out (Tuorila et al., 1994; 
Westcombe & Wardle, 1997). On the other hand, contrary to what one may believe, 
increased levels of guilt have been shown to lead to enhanced pleasure (Goldsmith, 
Cho, & Dhar, 2012; Conzen, 2015), with one study even highlighting the 
differentiated effects on consumer behaviour of what have been termed ‘explicit’ vs. 
‘implicit’ guilt (Conzen, 2015), suggesting that the influence of guilt is multifaceted, 
and so should be studied on a more nuanced level, rather than with the overarching 
term of ‘guilt’.  
To delve into more detail, studies have shown the influence of guilt-free labels 
on consumer behaviour to be deterring, as there is the connection within a consumer’s 
mind of a product being tastier or less tasty, should it be labelled as more unhealthy or 
healthy, respectively (Raghunathan et al., 2006). As consumers often report increased 
liking for high-fat foods, such as chocolate, it might be that a modification of their 
central ingredient is associated with lower liking expectations and poorer quality 
(Tuorila, 1992) – so a chocolate that touts a reduced-fat content is to be less liked by 
consumers than regular chocolate.  
A study on fat-free and regular-fat food items (pound cake and saltine 
crackers) found that participants expected to like regular-fat versions more than their 
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fat-free counterparts. However, mean ratings of actual liking were similar for both 
regular-fat and fat-free pound cake and saltine crackers, regardless of whether the 
items’ fat contents were correctly labeled, mislabeled, or unlabeled (Tuorila, et al., 
1994). As fat is an ingredient that most people are warned to avoid overconsumption 
of, we might be able to consider the fat-free products in this study as the ‘guilt-free’ 
alternatives to the regular-fat foods. If this were the case, then the findings would 
suggest that there is a difference in consumer’s expectation of liking, but not in actual 
liking ratings, so that ‘guilt-free’ foods are liked just the same as regular food items in 
this study.  
Depending on an individual’s dietary preferences, guilt-free products can even 
be sought out. It is suggested that individuals who deliberately choose to substitute 
full-fat foods in their diets with reduced-fat products are more inclined to have 
positive expectations about all fat-free products (Tuorila et al., 1994). Since actual 
consumption is linked with expected liking, then those individuals with positive 
expectations of reduced-fat, “guilt-free” foods are more likely to be open to 
consumption of items advertised as such (Tuorila et al., 1994). In another example of 
the influence of individual differences, a study on yoghurts and cheeses that were 
labeled with their comparative fat content (lower, normal, or higher) revealed that 
participants who reported a greater perceived influence of health concerns on their 
food choice rated the higher fat foods as less pleasant and were less likely to purchase 
yoghurts and cheeses that were labeled as such (Westcombe & Wardle, 1997).  
Additional research offers even more insight on the relationship between guilt 
and pleasure regarding temptations, with one study demonstrating that the activation 
of guilt led to enhanced experienced pleasure from hedonic consumption (Goldsmith 
et al., 2012). This was revealed to be due to a cognitive association between guilt and 
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pleasure concepts, such that activating guilt – even guilt that is directly related with 
the subsequent consumption – automatically activated cognitions related to pleasure. 
Furthermore, this was shown to be in contrast to participant expectation of the 
relationship between guilt and pleasure. When asked, it was reported that 94% of 
participants predicted a dessert to be more enjoyable if no guilt were to be felt. Thus, 
although results show that a cognitive association exists between guilt and pleasure, it 
appears that people are unaware of this connection and that any observed influence of 
guilt on pleasure takes place non-consciously.  
As research thus far has painted a complex picture of the impact of guilt on 
consumer behaviour, with findings revealing both positive and negative effects of 
communications regarding the guilt-factor of a food item, a study was conducted to 
clarify the nuances of guilt. The importance of distinguishing between implicit and 
explicit guilt has recently been reported (Conzen, 2015), as the two have subtly 
different influences on consumer behaviour. It was shown that a slogan containing 
either form of guilt, whether implicit (“Devil’s delight”) or explicit (“Guilty 
pleasure”), led to lower consumption of chocolate when compared to a no-guilt 
counterpart (“Real pleasure”). However, implicit guilt slogans led to increased 
purchase intentions and higher willingness to pay for the chocolate product, while 
explicit guilt slogans were found to enhance consumer pleasure upon consumption of 
the chocolate. The study suggests that the effects of guilt on consumer behaviour may 
be dependent on the type of guilt expressed in advertisement, as well as the particular 
consumer behaviour measured; therefore, perhaps the label ‘guilt’ is too general of a 
term to utilise and can be conceptually refined in the study of consumer behaviour. 
What is key to note in Conzen’s study (2015) is the realistic application of 
brand slogans to study guilt and its relationships with temptation and consumer 
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behaviour. On a daily basis, consumers are bombarded with advertisements vying for 
attention through commercials, print ads, visual displays, and slogans. The use of 
guilty pleasure and temptation concepts in advertisement is not revolutionary, with 
snack foods already having incorporated them in their slogans – for example, 
Twizzler’s, “The twist you can’t resist!”, Gü’s, “Give in to Gü,” and Lay’s, “Betcha 
can’t eat just one!,” a print ad accompanied by a picture of a snake coiled around a 
tree, peering towards what is likely meant to be Eve, perhaps the most famous biblical 
reference to temptation.  
Attracting attention through typography in advertisement  
 
While, according to our knowledge thus far, there seems to be few examples 
of empirical research regarding the influence of typography in print advertisements on 
consumer behaviour, there have been studies on related, applicable concepts of text 
formatting. Studies have supported the more-or-less intuitive belief that bold text is 
more salient, meaning that it is more prominent and has been shown to draw more 
attention (Wogalter, Conzola, & Smith-Jackson, 2002). Bold font is also more 
readable (Silver & Braun, 1993) and has a higher contrast to its background, which 
itself leads to greater readability (Radl, 1980; Bruce & Foster, 1982), as well as 
leading to quicker visual search (Nasanen, Ojanpaa, & Kojo, 2011; Ling & Schaik, 
2002), which would suggest that bold text might be attended to first on a print ad, 
compared to unbolded text.  
McCarthy and Mothersbaugh (2002) suggest that, should one want to garner 
consumer attention through text, he or she should consider text markers, such as 
boldface, as this signals to readers that this text is noteworthy. Furthermore, a viewer 
would have most likely already had experience with boldface, and so would already 
understand the implications of bolded text – namely, that this additional, 
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typographical information communicates that the text is important or unusual. As 
such, bolded text can be used as a tool to attract attention to certain words in a 
sentence first, to essentially communicate two opposing messages within the same 
slogan. This potential advertising strategy will be explained in more detail in the 
following section, with one brand’s slogan of, “Less guilty, more pleasure.” 
Current study: using typography to study guilt appeals 
 
The current study is a follow-up study which aims to expand research on the 
use of guilt in advertisements to investigate if, through the use of typography, both 
explicit guilt and no-guilt components can be successfully integrated to result in a 
combination of the results found by Conzen (2015) - namely, both increased levels of 
consumption and increased pleasure upon consumption. This would be especially 
interesting for a brand’s marketing, as it would mean the creation of an advertisement 
that could result in increased brand favourability, as well as the possibility of 
increased profit, due to higher levels of consumption.  
Previously, three examples of brand slogans were provided, each attempting to 
capitalise on this guilt-pleasure relationship. Perhaps a more intriguing example is a 
seemingly divergent move by PopChips, with the tagline, “Less guilty, more 
pleasure”. A snack brand introduced as a healthier alternative to crisps, PopChips is 
clearly attempting to persuade consumers to purchase its product based on the 
communication that it would actually provide enhanced pleasure as a result of being 
less guilt-inducing – a fact that consumers believe, according to previous research. 
But is that the whole story? While the slogan, in its entirety, tries to distance itself 
from the guilty-pleasure concept, the use of bolded text would suggest that it is, at the 
same time, attempting to profit from it, as a consumer’s attention would be drawn to 
these two words first, before reading the entire slogan.  
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We propose that, in the slogan, “Less guilty, more pleasure,” the boldface 
print would garner attention first, so that consumers read the phrase ‘guilty pleasure’ 
before the entire message, ‘less guilty, more pleasure’. This would prime the 
association between guilt and pleasure, as explicit guilt would, alerting readers and 
activating the heuristic that supposes that this product must be worth wanting. 
However, upon second reading, the viewer will have understood the whole message, 
which is not meant to evoke guilt – in fact, the very opposite, informing a reader that 
the product is guilt-free. This can be considered a no-guilt communication, which has 
been suggested to appeal to those whose food choices are influenced by health 
concerns, as well as to the (evidently incorrect) intuition, which almost everyone 
holds, that a hedonic food item would be more enjoyable if one feels no guilt related 
to consuming it.  
With this application of both explicit and no-guilt components, the slogan has 
activated the link between guilt and pleasure, drawing the consumer towards the 
product, but has also provided the reader a justification for wanting the product: it is 
supposedly guilt-free. Taken together, the guilt prime will lead to increased pleasure 
upon subsequent consumption, which itself will be at higher levels than if explicit 
guilt were to be utilised alone. To investigate this empirically, a field experiment will 
be conducted wherein participants will be exposed to advertising slogans varying in 
their guilt appeals, taste a new chocolate product, and complete a questionnaire in 
order to measure facets of consumer behaviour and to test the following hypothesis – 
 
H1: Slogans which, through the use of larger, bolded text, contain elements of explicit 
guilt, but which communicate a guilt-free message overall (termed masquerading 
guilt) will result in increased pleasure from consumption and higher levels of 
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consumption than slogans that communicate only explicit guilt or only no-guilt 
(control). 
Method 
 
Participants and Design  
 
A field experiment was conducted at an Albert Heijn supermarket branch on 
Hooigracht in Leiden, The Netherlands. In total, a sample of N = 215 individuals 
participated in the study, which was reduced to N = 206 when some participants were 
removed from analysis. Overall, the sample had an average age of Mage = 32.44, SDage 
= 13.95, with about 58.7% of the sample female (n = 121). There was equal 
distribution amongst the four experimental conditions; nexplicitguilt =  48 (Mage = 32.46 , 
SDage = 14.04), nimplicitguilt =  50 (Mage = 34.98, SDage = 15.30), nmasqueradingguilt = 54  
(Mage = 30.72, SDage = 12.95), ncontrol =  54 (Mage = 31.77, SDage = 13.59). All 
participants were randomly recruited by being personally approached and asked if 
they would like to participate in a study on advertisement evaluation and taste-testing 
of a (fictitious) chocolate brand.  
Using a one-factor between-subjects design, there was a manipulation of ad 
slogans, which varied in the components of guilt communicated (masquerading guilt, 
explicit guilt, implicit guilt, control no-guilt). Dependent variables measured included 
participants’ taste perceptions (tastiness, sweetness, richness, creaminess), 
consumption of chocolate, willingness to pay, and purchase intention. 
Procedure 
The subsequent method is inspired and will be similar to that detailed in the 
study by Conzen (2015), with an additional condition within the independent variable 
manipulation. 
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Both the recruitment and experiment took place in the reception area of Albert 
Heijn, near the services desk, between 9:00-12:00 and 14:00-17:00, ensuring time 
slots between mealtimes, so that individuals were not likely to be very hungry, as this 
could influence the measurements. The conditions were alternated, as to not have 
time-of-day effects influencing the condition results. The cover story presented 
included that participants were going to help evaluate different advertising slogans 
and taste-test the experimental stimulus, a new chocolate product.  
During the recruitment, potential participants were asked if they (a) are on a 
diet, (b) if they have any chocolate-related allergies, and (c) whether their level of 
English comprehension is appropriate enough to understand and complete a 
questionnaire. Any participant who reported he or she is on a diet, had chocolate-
related allergies, or had a lower-than-required level of English comprehension was 
not allowed to participate in the study. Participants who were selected were then 
provided with a booklet containing four sections, the first of which was the informed 
consent. Furthermore, participants were informed that, should they have any questions 
throughout the study, they could approach an experimenter at any time.  
Guilt manipulation 
 
Following selection, participants were randomly assigned to one of the four 
guilt conditions: explicit, implicit, masquerading, and no guilt (control). Each 
participant was shown six coloured pictures featuring the chocolate product, 
accompanied by advertising slogans intended to elicit a certain combination or degree 
of guilt (examples are shown in Appendix A).  
Explicit guilt slogans used the word ‘guilt’ to arouse guilt-related feelings, 
while implicit guilt slogans merely alluded to this guilty-pleasure conflict by 
employing words such as, “devil’s delight,” or “irresistible”. The additional condition, 
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masquerading guilt, was communicated through slogans that contain explicit guilt, but 
which overall communicate no-guilt; thus, the terms ‘guilt’ and ‘pleasure’ will always 
be present, in slightly larger text than the surroundings, and bolded within a lengthier 
slogan that, overall, communicates that there is no guilt present. Lastly, the control 
condition, or no-guilt condition, employed words such as ‘real’ and ‘tasty’, so that no 
guilt message was present and only pleasure was emphasized. 
Six slogans were used in each condition, so that participants were less likely to 
become aware of the manipulation and intention of the study. Participants were 
instructed to read each slogan carefully and asked to indicate how much they like 
each on a seven-point Likert-scale (1 = not at all to 7 = very much so).  
Questionnaire 
 
After the manipulation procedure, participants continued to the third section of 
the booklet, containing the dependent measures of the experiment. They were also 
provided with a bowl of chocolates and informed that they can have as many as they 
wish throughout the rest of the experiment, in order to get a good impression of the 
product. In a short questionnaire, each participant was asked to rate the chocolate in 
regards to taste, sweetness, texture (richness and creaminess), as well as answer how 
much he or she is willing to pay for a bar of this chocolate. Meanwhile, the amount of 
chocolates the participants consumed was observed.  
Demographical Information and Controls 
 
In the fourth and final section of the booklet, participants were asked to 
provide demographical information, including age, gender, and their body height and 
weight. Additionally, to conduct an emotion manipulation check, participants were 
asked to report the level of guilt they felt as a result of eating the chocolate (from 1 = 
“no guilt at all” to 7 = “a lot of guilt”), as well as to answer some questions regarding 
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control variables, such as current hunger levels and their general liking of chocolate. 
These control variables are crucial, as they could influence the dependent measures; 
hungry participants could consume more chocolate regardless of slogans, while those 
who generally like chocolate more may report greater liking ratings than others.    
Following the completion of all four sections of the study, participants were debriefed 
and told the real purpose of the experiment. Permission to use the data obtained was 
asked for and, if participants had no further questions, they were thanked for their 
participation.  
Dependent variables 
 
Amount of consumption was measured by counting the total amount of 
chocolate pieces a participant consumes.  
Willingness to pay (WTP) was measured by participants writing their answer 
to the question: “How much money (in euros) are you willing to pay for a bar of this 
chocolate?” (Miller, Hofstetter, Krohmer, & Zhang, 2011).  
Purchase intention was measured with a scale rating to the question: “How 
likely is it that you would purchase this chocolate in the future?”, on a seven-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 = not at all likely to 7 = very likely (Tudoran, Olsen, & 
Dopico, 2012).  
Taste perception on four dimensions was reported through a seven-point 
Likert-scale. Participants will be asked to indicate how tasty, sweet, rich, and creamy 
they perceived the chocolate to be (1 = not at all to 7 = very much).  
Control variables 
 
Socio-demographic variables were measured with questions about age (in 
years), gender (whether they identify as male or female), body height (in cm) and 
body weight (in kg).  
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Guilt level was indicated with an answer to the question: “How guilty do you 
feel after eating the chocolate?”, rated on a seven-point Likert-scale (1 = not at all 
guilty to 7 = very guilty).  
Current hunger was indicated through one item of the ‘Craving as a 
psychological state’-subscale of the FSQ-S (Cepeda-Benito, Gleaves, Williams, & 
Erath, 2000), “Are you currently hungry?” and was rated on a seven-point Likert-
scale (1 = not at all to 7 = very much, adapted). Additionally, another item asked for 
the last time the participant had consumed any food (indicated in hours since the last 
consumption; Van Dillen, Papies, and Hofmann (2013)).  
Liking of chocolate was measured by the question: “How much do you like 
chocolate in general?”, and will be rated on a seven-point Likert-scale (1 = not at all 
to 7 = very much so).  
Results 
Manipulation check 
An ANOVA was conducted which revealed that the intended guilt 
manipulation was effective, but not significant. While the differences between guilt 
conditions were not found to be significant, F(3, 202) = .580, p = .629, the pattern of 
means were in the intended direction, such that participants in the explicit guilt 
condition reported feeling most guilty (M = 2.27, SD = 1.57), followed by the 
masquerading guilt condition (M = 1.96, SD = 1.64), followed by the implicit 
condition (M = 1.94, SD = 1.49). Participants in the control condition felt least guilty 
(M = 1.91, SD = 1.51). A lack of significance regarding overall effect does not 
interfere with other results, as this consumer guilt rating was measured at the end of 
the survey.  
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An ANOVA with guilt condition as the independent variable was conducted 
on the mean liking ratings of slogans to verify that the slogans of any one condition 
were not preferred to other conditions by participants. Results revealed that the 
slogans were rated equally in all conditions, F(3, 202) = .075, p = .974. Participants’ 
ratings for the slogans in the explicit guilt condition (M = 3.37, SD = 1.07) were 
similar to those in the implicit guilt condition (M = 3.34, SD = 0.91), the 
masquerading guilt condition (M = 3.29, SD = 1.19), and the no-guilt control 
condition (M = 3.37, SD = 0.75).  
Control variables 
Analyses with guilt condition as the independent variable were conducted on 
the control variables (i.e. age, gender, body mass index (BMI), current hunger, 
chocolate liking) to determine if there were any existing differences between 
condition samples. 
Individual one-way ANOVAs were conducted to determine whether there 
were any pre-existing differences between conditions regarding hours since 
participants had last eaten, current hunger levels, participants’ BMI, general chocolate 
liking, or participant age. No significant differences were found across conditions, 
F(3, 202) ≤ 1.921, p ≥ .127 
A chi-square test regarding participant gender reveals a significant difference 
in gender composition between groups, X2 (3) = 13.43, p = .004; there were 
significantly more females (76%) than males (24%) in the implicit guilt condition and 
significantly more males (59.3%) than females (40.7%) in the control condition. 
There is no reason to believe that there should be an implication on results of an 
unbalanced gender composition. 
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In addition, regression analyses were conducted in order to investigate any 
influences that control variables may have on the dependent measures in the overall 
sample. Participants’ general liking of chocolate had a significantly negative 
relationship with taste ratings, ß = -.161, F(1, 203) = 5.434, p = .021. Additionally, 
general liking of chocolate had a significantly positive relationship with both purchase 
intention, ß = .164, F(1, 204) = 5.617, p = .019 and consumption levels, ß = .178, F(1, 
204) = 6.647, p = .011. Therefore, while those participants who generally liked 
chocolate more were less likely to find the chocolate tasty, they had stronger purchase 
intentions and ate more of the chocolate. 
Current hunger levels had a significantly positive relationship with taste 
ratings, ß = .321, F(1, 203) = 23.252, p < .001 and purchase intention, ß = .159, F(1, 
204) = 5.288, p = .022. Thus, those participants who were hungrier at the time of the 
experiment were more likely to find the chocolate tastier and had stronger purchase 
intentions.  
Age had a significantly negative relationship with liking of ‘Pure Pleasures’, ß 
= -.448, F(1, 202) = 50.767, p < .001. Age also had a negative relationship with 
willingness-to-pay, ß = -.261, F(1, 202) = 14.732, p < .001 and with purchase 
intention, ß = -.206, F(1, 203) = 9.015, p = .003. Taken together, participants who 
were older where less likely to enjoy the chocolate, had lower purchase intentions, 
and were only willing to pay low values for the chocolate.   
Experimental results 
A one-way MANOVA with guilt condition as the independent variable was 
conducted on the four taste ratings (tastiness, sweetness, richness, and creaminess). 
Results revealed no significant main effects of guilt induction on any of these 
dependent variables, Pillai’s Trace V = .056, F(12,597) = .939, p = .507; tastiness, 
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F(3, 200) = .702, p = .552, sweetness, F(3, 200) = .795, p = .498, richness, F(3, 200) 
= 1.038, p = .377, and creaminess, F(3, 200) = 1.399, p = .244. No substantial 
differences are found if general chocolate liking, current hunger levels, and 
participants’ age are included as covariates.  
A one-way ANOVA was conducted on participants’ willingness-to-pay and 
revealed no significant main effect of guilt induction, F(3, 201) = .257, p = .856, with 
no substantial difference found if participants’ age is included as a covariate.  
An ordinal regression was conducted on participants’ purchase intention; the 
final model was found to be insignificant, χ2 (3) = 2.24, p = .524 and revealed no 
significant main effect of guilt induction; explicit guilt, Wald χ2 (1) = .05, p = .832, β 
= .08; implicit guilt, Wald χ2 (1) = 1.03, p = .311, β = -.35; masquerading guilt, Wald 
χ2 (1) = .120, p = .73, β = .12. 
Another ordinal regression was conducted on participants’ consumption; the 
final model was found to be insignificant, χ2 (3) = 4.47, p = .215 and revealed no 
significant main effect of guilt induction; explicit guilt, Wald χ2 (1) = 3.24, p = .072, β 
= .73 ; implicit guilt, Wald χ2 (1) = .08, p = .775, β = .12; masquerading guilt, Wald χ2 
(1) = 1.95, p = .163, β = .56/ 
However, while the group effects are not significantly different, a look at their 
respective means is still valuable; this information is presented in Table 1.   
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Table 1. Mean responses to dependent variables and their respective standard 
deviations, organised by condition 
Measure M SD 
Tastiness (Likert scale: 1-7) 
Explicit 
Implicit 
Masquerading 
Control 
 
4.53 
4.08 
4.39 
4.32 
 
1.35 
1.53 
1.55 
1.21 
Sweetness (Likert scale: 1-7) 
Explicit 
Implicit 
Masquerading 
Control 
 
5.45 
5.08 
5.04 
4.98 
 
1.21 
1.37 
1.45 
1.41 
Richness (Likert scale: 1-7) 
Explicit 
Implicit 
Masquerading 
Control 
 
4.02 
3.90 
4.09 
3.62 
 
1.50 
1.60 
1.48 
1.23 
Creaminess (Likert scale: 1-7) 
Explicit 
Implicit 
Masquerading 
Control 
 
4.85 
4.33 
4.74 
4.64 
 
1.44 
1.36 
1.50 
1.36 
Willingness-to-pay (euros/bar of chocolate) 
Explicit 
Implicit 
Masquerading 
Control 
 
1.37 
1.31 
1.41 
1.31 
 
0.68 
0.65 
0.81 
0.81 
Likelihood to purchase (Likert scale: 1-7) 
Explicit 
Implicit 
Masquerading 
Control 
 
3.30 
2.96 
3.37 
3.17 
 
1.29 
1.44 
1.64 
1.52 
Consumption (pieces of chocolate) 
Explicit 
Implicit 
Masquerading 
Control 
 
1.70 
1.39 
1.63 
1.47 
 
0.98 
0.67 
0.92 
0.91 
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Discussion 
The overall aim of the current study was to examine the effect of advertising 
appeals containing differing levels of guilt on several aspects of consumer behavior 
towards a hedonic good. In this case, the hedonic good used was chocolate, while the 
consumer behaviours measured included several taste ratings, purchase intention, 
willingness-to-pay, and consumption. Additionally, the study aimed to investigate the 
potential of using typography as a tool in communicating what we have termed 
masquerading guilt, a more complex guilt message that contains bolded text that 
would attract attention to a guilt-pleasure relationship, but which, in its entirety, 
communicates a guilt-free message.  
The study attempted to replicate previous research conducted by Conzen 
(2015), with the addition of a new condition. Recruitment was conducted in a 
naturalistic environment, having taken place at a local Albert Heijn, with 206 
participants of varied backgrounds and ages. Furthermore, a slight change to the 
methodology of the previous study was made for this replication. While in the 
previous study, participants ate one piece of chocolate, completed their ratings, and 
were then offered a second piece of chocolate, in the current study, participants 
completed the ratings portion of the survey with unlimited access to the bowl of 
chocolate. All participants’ first chocolate piece was taken after reading the slogans 
and before beginning the ratings. Participants were then free to sample throughout the 
rest of the survey. The implications of this methodological change will be discussed 
later. 
The hypothesis was that slogans which, through the use of larger, bolded text, 
contain elements of explicit guilt, but which communicate a guilt-free message 
overall (masquerading guilt) will result in increased pleasure from consumption and 
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higher levels of consumption than slogans that communicate only explicit guilt or 
only no-guilt (control). The hypothesis was not supported by the data collected, as no 
significant difference was found between any of the groups concerning the dependent 
variables meant to measure varying aspects of consumer behaviour: taste perception, 
willingness-to-pay, purchase intention, and consumption. In conclusion, slogans 
communicating masquerading guilt did not lead to enhanced pleasure and greater 
consumption than slogans that contained explicit guilt, implicit guilt, or no guilt 
whatsoever.  
As shown in Table 1, regarding pleasure (tastiness), consumption, and 
creaminess, an identical pattern was found: participants in the explicit guilt condition 
reported the highest values, followed by the masquerading guilt condition, control 
condition, and, lastly, the implicit guilt condition. Regarding sweetness ratings, 
participants in the explicit guilt condition reported the highest values, followed by the 
implicit condition, the masquerading condition, and the control condition. Regarding 
richness ratings, participants in the masquerading condition reported highest values, 
followed by the explicit group, the implicit group, with the control group reported the 
lowest values. Concerning willingness-to-pay, participants in the masquerading 
condition reported the highest values, followed by the explicit condition, and, finally, 
the implicit and control conditions reporting the same rating. The masquerading guilt 
participants also reported the highest purchase likelihood, followed by the explicit 
condition, then the control condition, and the implicit condition coming in last.  
While not statistically significant, in four of the seven dependent measures, 
explicit guilt led to highest ratings, with masquerading guilt leading the remaining 
three measures; an implicit guilt slogan sometimes led to worse ratings than even a 
control, no-guilt slogan did. Further research could investigate the benefit of using a 
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masquerading guilt message over an implicit guilt message, as the current direction of 
means suggests that, should one want to avoid an explicit guilt approach, 
masquerading guilt might be a more successful route than implicit guilt 
communications.   
As mentioned in the Results section, analyses were conducted to investigate 
whether control variables influenced any of the dependent variables. It was found that 
taste ratings were influenced by how much participants liked chocolate generally, by 
participants’ current hunger levels, and by participants’ age. Those participants that 
were hungrier at the time of the experiment found the chocolate tastier than other 
participants, while older participants and those that reported higher levels of general 
chocolate liking (“chocolate lovers”) did not enjoy the chocolate as much as other 
participants. This may be because the brand of chocolate used in the experiment was a 
value brand and so may have been lower in quality than the chocolate that older 
participants and chocolate lovers would be prone to eating themselves. In addition to 
liking the chocolate less, older participants also reported lower purchase intention and 
willingness-to-pay for it. Interestingly, although chocolate lovers reported liking the 
chocolate less, they ate more of it throughout the experiment and, along with hungrier 
participants, reported stronger purchase intentions for it. While these results did not 
influence significance when included in the analyses, they serve to highlight how 
consumer behaviour can be influenced by a multitude of factors in addition to the 
independent variable.  
Comparisons with previous study by Conzen (2015)  
 
Although the results from the present study are not significant, the means 
presented in Table 1 can allow for some comparisons to be made between the present 
study and the original study by Conzen (2015), which did report significance. In the 
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comments that follow, the results mentioned from the current study refer to the 
direction of the means, bearing in mind that no significance was found. While both 
the Conzen (2015) study and the current study report that participants in the explicit 
guilt condition rate the chocolate product as tastier than participants from other 
conditions, some of the other results collected presently are in contrast to those found 
by Conzen (2015). Conzen (2015) found that the control group consumed the greatest 
number of chocolate pieces; the current study found that participants from the explicit 
condition consumed the greatest number of chocolate pieces. Furthermore, the 
Conzen (2015) study reported that participants from the implicit guilt condition had 
the highest willingness-to-pay, while the current study found that to be the case with 
participants from the masquerading guilt condition, with the implicit group and 
control group ratings tying for last. Lastly, nearly all of the ratings for each dependent 
variable in the current study were in a lower range than Conzen (2015) reported – 
thus, on average, the sample of participants in the supermarket found the chocolate 
less tasty, were less willing to pay for it, had lower purchase intentions for it, and 
consumed less of the chocolate than the sample of participants in the Social Sciences 
building of Leiden University.  
The discrepancies between the Conzen (2015) study and current study – the 
main one being that Conzen (2015) reported significant differences between 
conditions, while this study did not – may be explained by characteristics of the 
experimental method. The Conzen (2015) study, while naturalistic, was held in the 
Social Sciences building of Leiden University, which is already the setting for a select 
population – individuals in their early 20s with an academic background in the social 
sciences that may influence the way they approach the study. In contrast, the present 
study was conducted in a supermarket, collecting participants from all demographics 
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and background, of varying age, and with varying knowledge of the social sciences. 
The fact that participants in the Conzen (2015) study were university students 
might make them both more attentive, as they are aware that many psychological 
studies are conducted in the building, and forgiving, as they understand that 
conducting a study is a necessary component of the coursework. In contrast, several 
of the participants in the supermarket were convinced enough by the market research 
cover story we presented that they became irate and felt manipulated by the end of the 
study, commenting that they understood it to be a chocolate sampling study, not that 
they would be aiding marketers. These participants were put at ease once they read 
the debrief form, but it implies that there is strong consumer emotion, usually 
defensiveness, regarding what could be perceived as manipulative advertisement. It is 
possible that this emotional factor may have been lacking in the Conzen (2015) 
sample set of participants. This alludes to an important shortcoming in previous 
research on the use of guilt in advertisement: if participants are aware they are part of 
a research study, they may let their guard down and be more open to the influence of 
guilt communications, as they may perceive they are in a safe environment. However, 
in a field study, participants are unaware of the exact context of the research, and so 
they may be more attentive and, given the sometimes-negative connotation of 
marketing, more perceptive of the effects a communication is attempting to have. This 
could result in a stronger emotional response that participants in a lab may not exhibit. 
Further research may be interested to investigate the interaction that this added 
emotional barrier, present in a naturalistic environment, where real-life advertisement 
wishes to make an impact, has with the influence of guilt appeals on the everyday 
consumer.  
Future avenues of research could also investigate the influence of the sample 
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set on results, by recruiting and conducting replications in other real-world 
environments, such as other supermarket locations or outdoor squares in cities, where 
one would collect participants from varied backgrounds. It would also be of interest to 
continue to expand the work on the guilty-pleasure link to areas outside of chocolate, 
such as other hedonic food products, like ice-cream. 
Pros and cons of current study  
As with most research, the current study has both its areas of strength and 
areas for improvement. To begin with, many of the participants would have been in a 
rush, and so would have wanted to complete the survey relatively quickly, without 
affording too much time to the task. This is quite representative of actual advertising, 
which attempts to capture consumer attention in a world full of other stimuli to attend 
to, and so this could be considered positively, as it reflects real life and strengthens 
external validity. On the other hand, it could be believed to impact the reliability of 
results, as less attention could mean less accurate results. Unfortunately, the full 
implication of this trade-off is difficult to quantify.  
In addition, it is important to point out the slight change that was made in the 
methodology compared to the Conzen (2015) study. The previous study had it so that 
participants were given one piece of chocolate to sample before they began the rating 
portion of the questionnaire. When they had completed the section, they were offered 
another piece of chocolate by the experimenter. In the present study, participants had 
unlimited access to a bowl of chocolates, which they could begin sampling as soon as 
they reached the rating portion of the questionnaire. This meant that they could 
sample the chocolate throughout rating and into the subsequent sections. While this 
method removed the possibility of participants sampling less than they wished to, as 
they could not feel as if an experimenter would judge them if they took more, it could 
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potentially present a different issue – it is possible that the ratings of the dependent 
variables are a result of consumption, rather than of the guilt manipulation, thus 
placing consumption under the category of IV rather than DV. This makes it difficult 
to suggest that the behaviour of consumers is a result of the guilt manipulation, as it 
could have been instead due to levels of consumption. However, there were no large 
differences in the analysis when only participants that sampled one piece of chocolate 
were considered compared to when the entire sample set was analysed. Thus, the 
change in methodology does not appear to have had a strong adverse influence on the 
data collected. 
Future research: the difference between shame and guilt 
The fact that a fair few participants in the supermarket felt angry and 
manipulated brings up another important point: the distinction between guilt and 
shame. While often used interchangeably, the two constructs are distinct and have 
different psychological consequences. Lewis (1971) argues that the key difference is 
that shame has a focus on the self, while guilt has a focus on behaviour. Therefore, 
when experiencing shame, the individual regrets who they are and is concerned with 
the past, whereas, when experiencing guilt, the individual regrets what they have done 
and is concerned with the future, thinking of how to make amends or avoid a 
behaviour happening again (Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007). A study by 
Boudewyns, Turner, and Paquin (2013) reported that shame was correlated with anger 
and perceived manipulative intent – feelings expressed by some participants in the 
current study. Guilt was not found to be associated with these feelings. While the guilt 
appeals all had some variation of the word ‘guilt’ in them, the behaviour that some 
participants exhibited may suggest that they, for whatever reason, felt shame, rather 
than guilt, upon reading the advertisements and sampling the chocolate, which was 
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not the intention of the study. Future studies using guilt appeals in advertising slogans 
could investigate, with a pilot study, whether participants truly feel guilt, rather than 
shame, upon participating in the study. It is also worth noting that it has been shown 
that there are individual differences (Lewis, 1971), as well as gendered differences 
(Benetti-McQuoid & Bursik, 2005), regarding proneness to guilt or proneness to 
shame, which could influence the way participant’s respond to reading these types of 
slogans, as well as their subsequent behaviour.  
Comments from participants: ethical guilt and preferences 
An unexpected takeaway from the participants’ comments was the occasional 
confusion over whether the guilt mentioned in the slogans referred to feeling guilty 
about eating the chocolate from a dietary perspective, as it is an unhealthy food, or 
from an ethical perspective, as it may have been produced with the use of slave 
labour. While, in this case, this is a chocolate-specific concern and the ethical 
growing of cocoa beans is a cause that is top-of-mind for chocolate consumers in The 
Netherlands, these comments draw attention to the possibility of misinterpretation of 
guilt appeals as a result of societal context. As Goldsmith, Cho, and Dhar (2012) have 
suggested, the use of guilt could lead to enhanced pleasure upon consumption of a 
hedonic product. However, in a society in which a hedonic good, such as chocolate, is 
linked to the negative concept of slave labour, the introduction of guilt components in 
communication can be misconstrued as referring to ethical or moral guilt, causing 
consumers to overlook the guilty-pleasure connection and refuse to buy your product. 
This leads to the suggestion that, if advertisers are to attempt to use guilt 
communication to their advantage, they should be wary of forms of guilt outside a 
guilty-pleasure link that may influence the interpretation of a communication, perhaps 
resulting in lower ratings or purchase intention of a product.  
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Another comment from participants was related to chocolate preference, with 
some individuals stating that they preferred, for example, chocolate that is darker than 
the milk chocolate that they were sampling in the study. This could suggest that 
ratings of the chocolate product would be influenced by chocolate preference of the 
participant, such that taste ratings and purchase intention might be low for someone 
that prefers a different type of chocolate, regardless of what experimental condition 
they are placed in. Future research may want to investigate how strong the guilt-
pleasure link is, and whether it has reduced levels of influence, if any influence at all, 
on individuals that have a preference other than the hedonic food item sampled – in 
other words, does the guilty-pleasure effect override preference?  
Supermarket drawback: incidental and integral emotion  
As a general note, while running the experiment in a supermarket acts to 
strengthen ecological validity of the results, is it important to bear in mind that 
consumers may already be experiencing food-related emotions before agreeing to 
participate in the study, which then aims to incite another emotion: guilt. In other 
words, consumers may be feeling incidental emotion as a result of their shopping 
experience – say that they resisted buying unhealthy food, so they feel proud, or they 
gave in to temptation, and now they feel guilty – and then they participate in a study 
that aims to instill integral emotion in them. Consequently, consumer’s responses in 
the survey may have been influenced by an interaction of integral and incidental 
emotions. A study by Agrawal and Duhachek (2010) found that, when a participant 
confronts an emotional appeal that exacerbates an emotional state that he or she is 
already feeling, the participant defensively processes the information. Therefore, in 
the study, appeals that were meant to incite guilt in participants were less effective 
with those participants that were already incidentally feeling guilt. While the 
 28 
experimental conditions were randomized and it is not the case that all respondents 
would have felt guilty about their grocery shopping, it is worth taking into 
consideration the influence that the interaction between emotions consumers already 
feel, incidentally, and the guilt emotion that the experimental conditions aim to make 
consumers feel may potentially have on their responses. For future replications, it 
may be interesting to add a question in the survey asking consumers if they feel any 
of the following emotions, followed by a list of possible answers, to investigate if 
there is any influence of incidental emotions on results. Alternatively, a different 
environment can be chosen as the backdrop to further research, one in which 
participants would have had no purchase decisions to make immediately prior to the 
study. 
 It is also important to note that recruitment took place after the checkout and 
bagging portion of the supermarket, so participants will have already made their 
purchases before taking part in the study. This order of events could have influenced 
how participants reacted to the advertisements; a study by Mukhopadhyay & Johar 
(2006) investigated the emotions individuals feel as a result of buying or not buying at 
a purchase opportunity and, subsequently, how these emotions influence evaluations 
of affective advertising viewed afterwards. It was reported that buying led participants 
to experience happiness, while those participants that did not buy felt pride. 
Consequently, those who did make a purchase preferred advertisements containing 
happiness appeals, while those that did not buy preferred advertisements containing 
pride appeals – participants preferred the advertisements in line with the emotions 
they felt as a result of purchasing or not purchasing. While those that purchased felt 
predominantly happy, they also felt significantly higher levels of guilt than those who 
did not make a purchase. Future research, if conducted after a shopping experience, 
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could consider how the guilt a consumer feels as a result of making a purchase would 
interact with guilt appeals in advertisement – does the guilt appeal still lead to a more 
pleasurable experience, or would the guilt appeal remind the consumer of their 
purchase, creating a negative attitude towards the study?   
Rumination, positive reappraisal, and satisfaction from consumption: overall 
implications for previous, current, and future research 
 The study of guilt, especially related to consumption, is complex, with many 
factors influencing the way participants may respond. While respondents with dietary 
concerns were excluded from the study, there are still other individual differences and 
cognitive processes that take place when dealing with guilt that were not accounted 
for by the study.  
 For example, a study by Saintives and Lunardo (2016) investigated positive 
reappraisal – specifically, they aimed to understand under which conditions of guilt 
and rumination positive reappraisal occurs and whether it aids consumers in 
ameliorating their guilt-inducing consumption. Results revealed that, when 
participants felt guilty and ruminated, or thought over their negative feelings about 
their behaviour, they engaged in strong positive reappraisal, in order to interpret their 
behaviour in a better light. Interestingly, the research showed that the intensity of 
participant’s positive reappraisal was stronger when they felt lower levels of guilt. 
Additionally, when participants engaged in positive reappraisal, they reported lower 
satisfaction with their consumption. Taken together, those individuals who feel low 
levels of guilt engage in more positive reappraisal and feel less satisfaction with their 
consumption. This offers a theoretical explanation for why participants in both the 
Conzen (2015) and current study that were exposed to implicit guilt report less 
pleasure from chocolate consumption than participants exposed to explicit guilt – 
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those who read implicit guilt appeals are shown to feel less guilty, and so they may 
engage in more positive reappraisal, and feel less satisfaction from consumption.  
 The study by Saintives and Lunardo (2016) also highlights the importance of 
individual differences. Those who tend to ruminate to a lesser degree, and then 
engage in positive reappraisal, have lower satisfaction than those who tend to 
ruminate a greater amount. Therefore, their research points out how individual 
differences in rumination mediate the influence of positive reappraisal on satisfaction 
with consumption.    
 Another study by Saintives and Lunardo (2014) revealed that the process 
whereby guilt leads to greater rumination and less satisfaction only occurs in cases of 
low indulgence. This is of general importance to our study, as well as the previous, 
similar versions conducted, as the majority of participants consumed one or two 
pieces of chocolate. As this is likely to be considered a small indulgence, the 
aforementioned finding could account for why ratings tend to be on the lower end of 
the scale generally, with the highest pleasure rating from the Conzen (2015) study 
reported as 5.57, on a scale from 1-10. As level of indulgence is a subjective matter, it 
might be interesting for future replications to include a question asking participants 
how many chocolates they consumed and whether this is considered a low, medium, 
or high indulgence for them. 
Vice-virtue food bundles and regulatory focus: implications for masquerading guilt 
and future research 
 Parallels can be drawn between the slogans used in this study and a food 
product category in the market: vice-virtue bundles. Vice-virtue bundles refer to 
meals that contain a smaller portion of an unhealthy option alongside a larger serving 
of a healthier option – for example, instead of a 50/50 split of vegetables and french 
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fries, one would have more vegetables and fewer french fries. This way, consumers 
do not have to give up their vices entirely, but can have healthier eating habits.  
In a way, the explicit and implicit guilt slogans represent vice, while the 
masquerading guilt slogans represent vice-virtue, where you have a combination of 
guilt and no-guilt communications. Mixed bundles of vice and virtue draw mixed 
consumer reactions, and while research in this field is new, it can offer some insight 
into consumer response to masquerading guilt (vice-virtue). A study from Verma, 
Guha, and Biswas (2016) found that consumer preferences of vice-virtue bundles are 
mediated by consumers’ differences in arousal. Consumers who were arousal-seeking 
prefer pure vice bundles, while arousal-avoidant consumers prefer mixed bundles. If 
extrapolated to our current study, this would suggest that arousal-seeking individuals 
would prefer the explicit or implicit guilt slogans, while arousal-avoidant individuals 
would prefer the masquerading guilt slogans. If future research finds support for this 
hypothesis, this would highly relevant to persuaders, who could then tailor their guilt 
appeal depending on whether their audience is arousal-seeking or arousal-avoidant.  
A separate study by Jiraporn, Charinsarn, and Sheridan (2016) found that 
regulatory focus plays a large part in which bundles are preferred; promotion-focused 
participants were more likely than prevention-focused participants to prefer both 
types of bundles equally. Promotion-focused individuals are more driven by their fear 
of missing out on pleasure and have a stronger desire for temptation, and so would 
appreciate both bundles equally, as they both contain a vice component. Prevention-
focused participants, on the other hand, judge the conflicting components in a vice-
virtue bundle as not achieving either goal of indulgence or health, and so will have 
more negative evaluations of the combinations. Extrapolated to our current study, this 
would suggest that promotion-focused individuals are more likely to have equal 
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preference for any slogan, and would perhaps enjoy the chocolate associated with any 
slogan equally, meaning that there would be no effect of slogan. Meanwhile, 
prevention-focused individuals would have more negative feelings towards the 
masquerading guilt slogan, as it has a combination of vice, with ‘guilty pleasure’ still 
present, and virtue, by communicating overall that the chocolate product is 
supposedly less guilty.  
Implications of vice-virtue research for future replications of the current study 
would suggest that it might be beneficial to know consumers’ arousal-seeking 
dispositions, to investigate if that has an influence in the way they perceive and react 
to guilt appeals concerning temptation. Furthermore, to better understand the 
applicability and boundary conditions of implementing guilt appeals in advertisement, 
more cross-cultural studies would need to be conducted.  
As already mentioned, regulatory focus plays a significant role in consumer 
behaviour, especially regarding temptation. A study by Dholakia, Gopinath, Bagozzi, 
and Nataraajan (2006) reported that consumers with a promotion-focus experience 
greater desire for temptation than consumers with a prevention-focus. Moreover, 
promotion-focused individuals are able to more effectively resist these desires. 
These findings are of consequence to our current study, as they underline the 
influence that regulatory focus has on consumer behaviour in the realm of temptation. 
It is possible that, while guilt appeals may increase temptation most for promotion-
focused individuals, these participants would also be the ones that can resist the 
appeals the easiest, resulting in what would appear to be no influence of the guilt 
appeals. Future studies may want to take note and include some measures to 
understand the participant’s regulatory focus, in order to see whether this has a 
substantial influence in the context of the experiment.  
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Conclusion 
 
This study aimed to investigate the effect on consumer behaviour of 
employing guilt appeals in advertisement for a hedonic good. Conducted in a local 
supermarket in The Netherlands, four conditions were used: explicit guilt, implicit 
guilt, a no guilt control, and a new condition, entitled masquerading guilt. This is a 
form of guilt appeal in which the words ‘guilt’ and ‘pleasure’ are present and 
attention-grabbing, but where the overall message is one of reduced guilt. It was 
hypothesised that this type of advertisement would lead to increased consumption and 
enhanced pleasure from consumption over the other conditions, but this was not 
supported from the results. Nevertheless, as this is a replication study, null results still 
offer insights and speculations were made as to why it might be that we do not see 
effects in a supermarket environment. Suggestions for improvements and possible 
areas of further study were also made, including the importance of individual 
differences regarding rumination and arousal disposition, the influence of an 
interaction between incidental and integral emotions, and a relatively newer field, 
vice-virtue bundles.  
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Appendix 
A. Example slogans from the four conditions –  
 
Explicit guilt – “Guilty delight.” 
 
 
 
Implicit guilt – “Devil’s delight.” 
 
 
 
Masquerading guilt – “A less guilty, more pleasurable delight.” 
 
 
 
Control condition (no-guilt) – “Real delight.” 
 
  
